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Abstract 
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returns to what C.S. Lewis said in an address he gave in September of 1939, as England was about to be 
plunged into the crucible of World War II. This address is entitled "Learning in Wartime" and is one of five 
addresses collected into one small but extremely rich book, The Weight of Glory . Then, as now, people 
were asking .themselves what justification is there in learning and the pursuit of the intangible fruits of 
culture when people were dying in turmoil. 
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[This was written in February shortly before the ground war 
in Kuwait and Iraq was begun. After reading it over after 
the war has ended, I have decided to neverthelss share it 
with you, as it addresses ongoing issues.]
The issue of our devotion of time to reading and dis­cussing books verbally and in print is called into par­
ticular question in times of crisis such as we are experienc­
ing now. The present struggle in the Persian Gulf inten­
sifies a dialog, that if not stated explicity between people, 
does nevertheless run continually barely below the level 
of our consciousness. In this time of momentous turmoil 
and concern, my mind returns to what C.S. Lewis said in 
an address he gave in September of 1939, as England was 
about to be plunged into the crucible of World War II. This 
address is entitled "Learning in Wartime" and is one of 
five addresses collected into one small but extremely rich 
book, The Weight o f  Glory . Then, as now, people were 
asking .themselves what justification is there in learning 
and the pursuit of the intangible fruits of culture when 
people were dying in turmoil.
Of course World War II and the present crisis do not at 
this point appear to be of the same magnitude. We are far 
from  the anticipation of being invaded or conquered out­
right, unlike the people of Britain did more than fifty years 
ago. Nevertheless many of us know people in military 
service, and we all have deep seated fears for their safety, 
as well as for the lives and safety of the people of the 
Middle East. Lewis was speaking to an audience 
composed of many Oxford faculty and students in 1939, 
when he said:
What is the use of beginning a task which we have so 
little chance of finishing? Or, even if we ourselves 
should happen not to be interrupted by death or 
military service, why should we — indeed how can 
we —  continue to take an interest in these placid 
occupations when the lives of our friends and liberties 
of Europe are in the balance? Is it not like fiddling 
w hile Rome burns? ...how is it right, or even 
psychologically possible... tospend anyfraction of the 
little time, allowed [humans] in this world on such 
comparative trivialities as literature or art, math- 
matics or biology. If human culture can stand to do 
that, it can stand up to anything.
How can we presume to justify "the study, discussion, and 
enjoyment" of mythopoeic literature when there are so many 
injustices and social failings around us, which we must deal 
with and through which we must conduct our lives. How can 
we devote time to mythopoeic interests when there is war, 
famine, homelessness, racism, sexism, social inequalities and 
the other fruits of this fallen world? Some would say we have 
no right for such "self-indulgent frivolities and luxuries" as 
long as these problems cry out, but Lewis points out:
If men had postponed the search for knowledge and 
beauty until they were secure, the search would have 
never begun. We are mistaken when we compare war 
with "normal life." Life has never been normal.... 
Plausible reasons have never been lacking for putting 
off all merely cultural activities until some imminent 
danger has been averted or some crying injustice put 
right. But humanity long ago chose to neglect those 
plausible reasons. They wanted knowledge and 
beauty now, and would not wait for the suitable 
moment that never comes.... The insects have chosen 
a different line; they have sought for the material 
welfare and security of the hive, and presumably they 
have their rew ard. Men are different. They 
propounded mathematical theorems in beleaguered 
cities, conducted m etaphysical argum ents in 
condemned cells, make jokes on the scaffolds, discuss 
the last new poem while advancing on the walls of 
Quebec, and comb their hair at Thermopylae. This is 
not panache: It is our nature.
Lewis defends our desires for knowledge and beauty in a 
spiritual context.
There is no essential quarrel between the spiritual life 
and human activities as such.... I mean the pursuit of 
knowledge and beauty, in a sense, for their own sake, 
but in a sense which does not exclude their being for 
God's sake. An appetite for these things exists in the 
human mind, and God makes no appetite in vain.
But he warns when these desires can become ends in 
themselves.
That is the great difficulty. ... we may come to love 
knowledge — our knowing —  more than the thing 
known: to delight not in the exercise of our talents but 
in the fact that they are ours, or even in the reputation 
they bring us.
Lewis put his finger directly on what is so intense and 
frightening about war. It makes us confront what is so 
carefully built into our culture to ignore, consider an 
awkward obcenity to discuss, side-step in polite company, 
and deny until the last inescapable minute: Death.
There is no question of d eath or life for any of us; only 
a question of this death or that —  of a machine gun 
bullet now or a cancer forty years later. What does war 
do to death? ...It forces us to remember it. The only 
reason why the cancer at sixty or the paralysis at 
seventy-five do not bother us is that we forget them. 
War makes death real to us... All the animal life in us, 
all schemes of happiness that centered in this world, 
were always doomed to a final frustration. In 
ordinary times only a wise man can realize this. Now 
the stupidest of us knows. We see unmistakenly the 
sort of universe in which we have all along been 
living, and must come to terms with it.
The alternative of being is non-being. Despite all the 
frustration, disappointment and heartbreak that eventually 
touches us all in this life, how many of us would chose 
non-being? Life is like an invitation to a fabulous party, 
offering many deep and insightfully pleasant esperiences.
(continued on page 21)
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Abbreviations
(All references to Lewis' and Barfield's works in this essay
are cited parenthetically in the text, using the abbrevia­
tions listed below.)
Lew is' books Cited
AoL The Allegory of Love. 1936. New York: Oxford UP, 1958.
CR Christum Reflections. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967.
EC An Experiment in Criticism. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1961.
GiD God in the Dock. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970.
L The Letters o f C.S. Lewis. New York: Harcourt, 1966.
PH The Personal Heresy. With E.M.W. Tillyard. London: Oxford 
UP, 1939.
M Miracles. Rev. ed. 1960. London: Collins-Fount, 1977.
PR The Pilgrim's Regress. Rev. ed. 1943. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1958.
Sb] Surprised by Joy. 1955. New York: Harcourt, 1956.
SiB Spirits in Bondage. 1919. New York: Harcourt, 1984.
SM RL S tu d ies  in M ed iev a l an d  R en a issa n ce  L iteratu re . 
Cambridge: UP, 1966.
TST They Stand Together. New York: Macmillan, 1979.
WG The Weight o f Glory. Rev. & Exp. ed. New York: Macmillian,
1980.
Barfield 's Books Cited
PD Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning-. 3rd ed. London: Faber & 
Faber, 1965.
RCA Romanticism Comes o f Age. 2nd ed. 1966. Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan UP, 1967.
SA Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry. 1957. New York: 
Harcourt, n.d.
WCT What Coleridge Thought. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1971.
Notes
15. All quotes from the "Great War" materials in this artide are from 
previously published excerpts. Unless stated otherwise, they appear 
either in my article, "Knowing and Being in CS. Lewis’ 'Great War' 
with Owen Barfield," CSL: The Bulletin of the New York CS. Lewis 
Society, 169 (Nov.1983), 1-8; or in Lionel Adey’s book, C.S.Lewis's 
"Great War" with Owen Barfield English Literary Studies 
Monograph Series 14 (Victoria, B.C.: University of Victoria, 1978). My 
own tentative chronology would differ from that of Adey's in his 
monograph.
16. During the "Great War," Lewis used the terms "meaning" and "truth."
He would continue to use these two terms throughout most of his 
life. However, the terms were not the important thing. The important 
concept was the distinction between the "whatness" or "concrete­
ness" or "quiddity" of things and the statements "that" such things 
existed. During the "Great War," he called this "whatness" by the 
term meaning, and "thatness" by the term truth. Elsewhere, he used 
reality for the "whatness" and truth again for the "thatness" (GiD, 
66-67). Once, in The Pilgrim's Regress, he used the terms truth and 
image for the "whatness" and the terms fact and very real for the 
"thatness" (PR,170). This is only confusing if one does not see that in 
The Pilgrim's Regress, Lewis was in some sense distinguishing "truth" 
and "fact." The important distinction is the same, between the mean­
ing and the fact of existence.
17. Quoted in my letter, "A Reply [to Lionel Adey]." CSL: The Bulletin of 
the New York C.S. Lewis Society, 173 (March 1984), 10-11.
18. For examples, see Appendix A to Lewis' Miracles, pp. 175-176, and his 
Screwtape Letters, pp. 36-37.
19. Seeasimilar discussion of savoir and conna/tre in Lewis'"DeAudiendis
Poetis," (SMRL, 11).
20. Corbin S. Camell, Bright Shadow of Reality: C.S. Lewis and the Feeling 
Intellect (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974) 148.
CUaR and  O u r  PRioRiries continued from page 4
To be able accept this invitation is a supreme honor, 
whether the duration is — as for the m ayfly— a day, or for 
those fortunate few, a century. The duration is a minor 
consideration, almost an irrelevance, compared with the 
richness of the invitation itself. Yet in the end, the party for 
each individual must end, and we must come to terms with 
the fact that eventually it will be time to leave. C.S. Lewis' 
grave is inscribed with the quote from Sheakespeare: "Men 
must endure their going hence." The tragedy is not that the 
party must end, but that so many do not recognize that it 
is a party at all! They become distracted by the annoyances 
and hardships of life. It is as if they have gone to the verdant 
countryside in May to have a picnic, and then complain that 
there are some ants present, or that a crow is in the trees, or 
that they didn't bring all the right drinks. They ignore the 
glorious weather, the flowers in bloom, the fresh breeze, the 
presence of good friends. We all pay too much attention to 
the ants sometimes, which in fact can bite, instead of look­
ing at the flowers and feeling the breeze.
For many of us, faith gives us the hope that beyond the 
end of this "party" there is something more and better. And 
in this light, the invitation to life holds concealed within it 
a second invitation to an unending celebration where the 
good that was merely inferred here will become reality 
with a diamond-like solidity.
Lewis in The Great Divorce and Tolkien in his unique 
classic "Leaf by Niggle" —  along with scatterings in 
Williams —  give us what they sense this may be like. This 
affirmation is the key ingredient to Joy; it gives the valida­
tion and focus to what our very desires point to. Whether 
or not this life is the final word is up to the choice of the 
individual to accept this second invitation. Despite war, 
injustice, and death, those who can see beyond to share the 
Inklings' vision, can repeat with the same gratitude what 
Niggle said: "It's a gift!"
------  Glen GoodKnight
